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Abstract
Autonomy-supportive comments were explored in relation to scaffolding
effectiveness and theory of mind. The results of a mediation analysis
revealed that scaffolding effectiveness mediated the relationship between
the frequency of parents' autonomy supportive comments and children's
theory of mind performance.
Introduction
Children’s social interactions with those who are more knowledgeable or
skilled may foster cognitive development (Conner & Cross, 2003; Conner,
Knight & Cross, 1997; Mulvaney, et al., 2006). Much of the research in this
area has been driven by the theoretical views of Vygotksy (e.g., 1978), who
suggested that tutoring (or scaffolding) is most effective when it occurs
within the child’s zone of proximal development (ZPD). The ZPD refers to
the distance between what the child is capable of accomplishing
independently and what the child is able to accomplish with the assistance
of someone more knowledgeable. Individual differences, however, have
been reported in parents’ scaffolding effectiveness, and the reasons for the
variations are not well understood. The purpose of the present research
was to explore differences in the frequency of parents’ autonomy-
supportive (vs. controlling) comments, scaffolding effectiveness and
children’s theory of mind. It was hypothesized that individual differences in
parents’ ability to effectively scaffold their children would account for the
relationship between the type of comments provided and their children’s
theory of mind. It was proposed that when parents consider their children’s
mental processes (that is, when they provide more autonomy-supportive
comments and engage in more attuned interactions), they may, in turn,
foster early perspective-taking skills in their children.
Methods
Participants
Sixty-four parents and their four-year-olds participated
Procedures
Each parent completed demographic measures and participated in a 
collaborative problem-solving task with his/her child. Children’s theory of 
mind was assessed using a false belief task.
Parent-child interactions during the problem-solving task were video-
recorded and parents’ comments were transcribed. Interactions were coded 
for (a) the content of parents’ comments (autonomy supportive, directive, or 
controlling) and for (b) levels of scaffolding effectiveness (parent-child 
interactional attunement).  
Procedures
(a) Coding of Parents’ Comments:
o Autonomy-Supportive Comments:
The parent’s comment encourages the child to take responsibility for figuring
out the next step.
“How do you want to start this?”
“That looks good, now what?”
o Moderate Support/Control Comments:
The parent makes a suggestion, and isn’t fully encouraging the child to think
on their own.
“Maybe you could switch places with these and that would stand up”
o High Control Comments:
The parent directly tells the child what to do next, without any input from
the child.
“Put this here”
“Stand it up right here”
(b) Parents’ Scaffolding Effectiveness:
Each parental intervention was scored based on level of scaffolding effectiveness (or parent’s level
of attunement to the child’s mental processes). Scores ranged between 5 (a high quality
intervention that was based on feedback from the child’s performance) and 1 (a low quality, non-
attuned intervention). Scores were summed across all interventions for each parent’s total
scaffolding score.
(c) False Belief Procedure
Object transfer false belief task (Hughes & Ensor, 2006). The task involved two well-known
characters (Big Bird and Ernie) from Sesame Street. Ernie had a basket in front of him and Big
Bird had a box. Ernie placed a miniature rubber duck in his basket and then went for a walk. While
Ernie was gone, Big Bird played a trick on Ernie, and took the rubber duck from Ernie’s basket and
transfered it to his (Big Bird’s) box. Children were asked:
“Where will  Ernie look for his
duck?”, and “Why will Ernie
look there?” as well as a 
control question (“Where did
Ernie put the rubber ducky
first of all?”).
Results
Correlations are presented in Table 1. The results of mediation analyses revealed that parents’
autonomy supportive comments predicted high levels of parental scaffolding effectiveness which, in
turn, predicted children’s higher theory of mind performance (R2=.21, F(2,61)=7.92, p=.001, (95% CI:
[1.500 to 5.580]), (See Fig. 1). By contrast, more control comments predicted less effective
scaffolding and, in turn, lower theory of mind (R2=.21, F(2,61)=8.10, p=.001, (95% CI: [-1.500 to -
5.480]), (See Fig. 2).
Table 1.Correlations among parents’ comments during problem-solving, scaffolding 
effectiveness and children’s false beliefs.  
_____________________________________________________________________
Variable Scaffolding                  False Belief Performance                                                          
_____________________________________________________________________
Parents’ Comments
Autonomy-Supportive .38** .22*
Moderate Support/Control -.20+ -.08
Controlling -.33**         -.22*
Scaffolding ------ .47**
_________________________________________________________________
+p=.06, *p<.05, **p<.01.
Conclusion
Parents who provide more autonomy-supportive (and fewer controlling) comments
appear to be more attuned to their children’s mental processes during problem-
solving. That is, they appear to scaffold their children’s mental processes more
effectively. In addition, parents’ ability to effectively scaffold their preschooler’s
mental processes predicts their child’s ability to consider the mental processes of
others.
Parents who render a higher frequency of controlling comments appear to be less
effective at using feedback from their children’s performance to tailor their
interventions appropriately. Their children, in turn, demonstrate lower perspective-
taking skills, as demonstrated by their poorer false belief performance.
The present findings contribute to our understanding of individual differences in
parents' ability to effectively scaffold their children during problem-solving. These
findings may have important practical implications given that the quality of early
parent-child interactions may play an important role in children's early cognitive
development and perspective-taking skills.
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